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THE   STERILISATION   OF   SOILS.
SCIENTISTS tell us that in all soils there are trillions upon
trillions of micro-organisms (Bacteria), some of which are
helpful to the plants growing in the soil, and others which
are distinctly harmful to plant life. The aim of the culti-
vator, therefore, should be to encourage the former
whilst aiming at the destruction of the latter. One of the
chief difficulties lies in the fact that, to kill the harmful
bacteria you aliso kill the useful microbes, in just the
same way as the ignorant application of a can of weed-
killer to a lawn would be fatal to grass, as well as daisies
and dandelions.
And it is not o-nly harmful bacteria that the gardener
has to contend with in the soils and composts used for
the cultivation of favourite plants and essential food
crops, but also myriads of spores of fungal diseases,
microscopic enemies like eelworms and so* on, that are lying
in wait in readiness to attack seeds, seedlings, etc.
There are, moreover, many kinds of weed seeds present
in soils that are required for rearing ferns from spores,
and which, if the precaution be not taken to sterilise them
beforehand, would choke the tiny ferns in the early stages
of their growth and cause grevious disappointment to the
grower. Hence it will be seen that if we wish to. attain
success in rearing or growing plants or crops success-
fully, we must take the precaution to adopt some method
of sterilising the soil.
Now, what is sterilisation? From a gardening point
of view it means heating or steaming the soil, or treat-
ing it wiith some chemical! that, while destroying harmful
bacteria, fungal spores, microscopic creatures and
insect ova, will not at the same time kill the beneficial
bacteria, nor yet destroy the organic matter in the soil and
so render it sterile so- far as plant food is concerned. If
we were to adopt the advice sometimes given of placing
compost on a shovel, in a pail, or in a boiler, and heat it
say, to a temperature of 200 deg. Fah. or more, we should
do more harm than good; we should destroy all bacterial
life and also all organic matter, thus rendering the com-